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“What are you doing for Christmas this year?” A few days ago, I posed that question to my Senior Advisor at The Interfaith Alliance as we walked away from a lengthy meeting over dinner.  Immediately a big smile spread across her face.  “My son who lives on the East Coast is coming to visit us in Colorado this year.  And—her voice inflection as she spoke the word and signaled a surge of excitement—my 22 year old nephew is coming also.  He called a few days ago and asked if he could come to our house and see what it is like to celebrate Christmas.  My nephew’s parents are Jehovah’s Witnesses who, as you know, do not celebrate Christmas.  So, my nephew never has been a part of Christmas festivities.  We are so excited that he will be with us this year!”
My mind had left our conversation before Donna completed that last comment.  Her words were resounding in my head like reverberations from hearing a loud explosion.  Her nephew is 22 years old, I was thinking, and he never has experienced Christmas. How amazing!  Having been a part of well over a half-century of Christmas seasons, I could not imagine this situation.  Suddenly a collage of snapshots of Christmases past rushed in and through my mind at a speed akin to a one-minute pictorial review of all recorded history.  I remembered the childhood Christmas in my home church during which by simply holding a gnarled, broken-off tree limb in my hand and tying around me an over-sized bathrobe, I really felt like a shepherd leaving the plains around Bethlehem to travel to see a baby whom people spoke about as the Christ.  A Christmas of extreme disappointment flashed in front of the eyes of my mind right alongside the Christmas Day on which the gift of an RCA radio and record-player wrapped only in a big red bow struck me as the most priceless treasure imaginable.  I looked in once more on a Christmas Day in Louisville, Kentucky, surrounded by seminary friends brought close together by roads packed with 13 inches of snow.  There was a Christmas on which arriving at home felt like arriving at home and one on which driving home for the day felt more like the product of a personal guilt trip than a seasonal desire.  I could see a Christmas morning sometime in the first four years of my life (perhaps the earliest memory of my life) with an uncle sitting beside our Christmas tree having returned home safely from something called World War II, and Christmases in the most recent 13 years filled with long drives on Christmas Day that made possible being with sons and family members elsewhere without giving up sharing the moving spirituality and bountiful love of Christmas Eve with members of this extended family called Northminster Church.  I saw the ever lingering sight of a Christmas when depression had taken me to a hospital rather than to worship, and caught a fleeting glance at the venue in which I first knew the joy of being a part of a chorus singing Handel’s Messiah.  Of course, there was a first Christmas with a child and a first Christmas without a parent, old Christmas traditions with Judy’s family and new Christmas responsibilities that altered traditions.  As those pictures shot rapid-fire through my mind, I wanted to stop and hold tightly those scenes of Christmas Days across the years that had fallen on Sunday, having believed for most of my life that worship on Christmas Day was every bit as important in a Christian church as worship on Easter Sunday.  I could not imagine having lived 22 years without knowing the joy of celebrating the birth of Christ.
Suddenly I realized that Donna had stopped talking.  How long had we been walking in silence?  For no more than a few moments, I hoped.  I had no intent of being rude.  Hurriedly, I spoke again.  “What are you going to do to introduce your nephew to Christmas?” I asked: “What have you planned to enable him to know something of the essence of the season and the day?”  “Oh, we will go to worship on Christmas Eve,” Donna remarked cheerfully, explaining that they would attend the service in their community located high in the Rocky Mountains above Denver that offered a classic worship experience for this mystical moment.  “We want to go to a church that does worship right,” she explained before continuing, “Otherwise, “we will do everything possible to let him know that he is loved.”  Now words came rushing out her mouth.  “Every Christmas,” she said buoyantly, “I prepare 47 of our favorite traditional Swedish dishes.  I will offer him all of these delicacies.”  Again, my mind left the conversation and, once more, went running off on another journey prodded by the comments of my good friend.
What are you doing for Christmas this year?  I asked myself.  Then, pressing the matter a bit, more questions of self-introspection followed: What should all of us be doing for Christmas this year?  Were we to be hosting people who know nothing of the meaning of Christmas Day and the season around it, how would we tell them or show them the significance of these days not only for our faith but for the entirety of our lives?
What are you doing for Christmas this year?
As I continued to reflect on my friend’s comments about plans for her Christmas in Colorado, I found her plans not unlike the plans made by all of those who first responded to the birth of the Christ child in Bethlehem and even wonderfully similar to the plans appropriate for any of us wanting to grasp the full joy and pervasive meaning of this expanse of sacred time.  All of us—Donna, the historic, real-life characters that assembled in Bethlehem now memorialized in a million crèches large and small around the world, and those of us here this morning—all of us respond best to Christmas by engaging in worship and finding different ways to show people that we love them.  
On this Fourth Sunday of Advent, traditionally observed as the Sunday of Love, already made wiser by the scriptures to which we have just given attention, it is not a stretch, I think, to see such plans as engaging in the worship of God and demonstrating love to and for other people as all of one piece of the purpose for which we were created—to love God, the God who is love, with all of our hearts, souls, strength, minds, bodies, and being.
What are you doing for Christmas this year?
I know that you are running; I have listened to many of you talking about it.  May I ask, “Why?”  Why are you running and for whom?  Actually, some of you are soaring (I know that as well)—you are lifted as if on the wings of eagles because of where you are going or who you will be seeing.  Of course, the very mention of those positive realities in some lives sends others spiraling downwards in spirit, fighting off, if not succumbing to, bouts with depression.  What are our plans?
How is it going with the gifts this year—buying them and your expectations about receiving them?  Most of us could write a pretty accurate narrative tracing our personal histories built around gifts that we have exchanged across our Christmases.  Most all of us have known both gifts clearly intended to express love to us and gifts unquestionably offered to strengthen someone else’s control over us, gifts of sheer joy and stunning generosity as well as gifts that reeked of a motivation laced with a heavy sense of duty, gifts that conveyed the deepest sentiments of a heart and gifts that were far more about the interests and needs of the people giving them than about anything related to the recipients of them.
What are you doing for Christmas this year?
That great old carol Adeste Fidelis is the towering invitation that stands over the entrance to the season of Advent and the celebration of Christmas Day.  “O come, all you faithful, joyful and triumphant, O come now, O come now to Bethlehem.  Come and behold the ruler of all angels: O come in adoration, O come in adoration, O come in adoration: Christ is Lord!”  Christmas is the time of times for worship.
Perhaps worship is the most distinctive act within which to understand the meaning of gifts and the spirit of love.  Worship begins with gifts—including the gift—from God.  Receiving these gifts, however, evokes from us the need, the desire, to respond to God with gifts of our own.  In what happens next—social and interpersonal intercourse between lovers seeking to out-give each other, each wanting to give and to understand, each wanting to receive from the other and to be understood—we learn of the essence of life and of love.
As he did so characteristically out of his sensitive brilliance and sound spirituality, Howard Thurman caught the sense of worship at Christmas, what he called “the season of the heart.”
The Time of forgiveness for injuries past,
The Sacrament of sharing without balancing the deed,
The Moment of remembrance of graces forgotten,
The Poem of joy making light the spirit,
The Sense of renewal restoring the soul,
The Day of thanksgiving for the goodness of God.
CHRISTMAS IS THE SEASON OF THE HEART.
Worship throughout the season of Christmas, even as worship on Christmas Day, like worship on every other day, with skilled spiritual finesse, moves our focus on God to our focus on the people around us.  No wonder.  According to the New Testament writer named John, to love God is to love other people.  Indeed, the depth of our love for God is best revealed in the way in which we show our love for other people.
So the way to “do” Christmas is not unlike the way to “do” life for a follower of Jesus who is devoted to God.  Again I turn to the spiritual wisdom of Howard Thurman who wrote so eloquently of the work of Christmas—what Donna called doing everything possible to let her nephew know that he is loved.  This is the work of Christmas:
To find the lost,
To heal the broken,
To feed the hungry,
To release the prisoner,
To rebuild the nations,
To bring peace among brothers and sisters,
To make music in the heart.
Though, to be sure, the Day of Christmas is filled with mystery, what we best do with the day is not about mystery at all.  Rather, it is all about the practicality of love—committing ourselves to loving more and better those whom we already love and willing ourselves to at least begin trying to love those on whom we have looked with relentless disfavor.  The Broadway musical Les Miserables supplies the music to the words that we learned in the depths of our religious tradition: “To love another person is to see the face of God!”
 
“I have got to think about this,” I told Donna as we stopped in front of our office building and said our goodbyes for the evening and for her travel back home.  I have been thinking a lot about that conversation, the scripture passages for today, and a vision for the Sunday of Love, the last step on our liturgical journey to Christmas Day.  But more is needed than thought or even intention I have realized.  The truth at stake here, like all great truths, requires action.
What else I will be doing this Christmas, I do not know for sure.  But I do know this: I will worship God with all who choose to gather here on Christmas Eve and on the morning of Christmas Day, and I will seek to give expression to my love for other persons.  What will happen next, I am not sure, but I have a hunch that involvement in those two endeavors of love will lead me straight into an encounter with joy; and likely—whether with sighs, whispers, shouts, a smile, or tears—I will rejoice.
So, how about you?  What are you doing for Christmas this year?
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, in these final days of Advent as we edge ever closer to Christmas Day, with our emotions set on edge, at one moment pulsating with jubilant joy and at another throbbing with mesmerizing melancholy, please honor our good intentions, God, and help us with our problems.  Emotions on edge can go in almost any direction—tempers flair, preoccupation in one person causes another to feel rejection, eagerness becomes impatience, elevating joy around us makes us aware of increasing sadness within us.  You know of what we speak and pray, God, you know well.
Save us from the severities of the season, O God, a runaway materialism spawned for even the most noble of reasons, an emotional sensitivity about us that can cause personal incompatibility with others, an insatiable desire for uninterrupted happiness that makes us vulnerable to painful attacks of sadness, a hope for a perfect time that breeds within us a denial of all around us that needs the attention of our love and peace-making, and even a longing for the best that breeds within us a selfishness incapable of satisfaction.
O God, make us appreciative of stark simplicity that, despite whatever else we give or receive, we may know the importance of a warm embrace, words of love, terms of encouragement, and a subtle or lingering look that reads like a banner—“I want what is best for you and pray for your realization of rest, peace, and joy.”
We pray, trusting the promise of your Advent, O God.  Amen.     


